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Abstract 

For four decades, second language pedagogy has oscillated between two poles: 

flooding learners with comprehensible input, as Krashen's input hypothesis 

recommends, and pushing learners to produce language, as Swain's output 

hypothesis demands. This article argues that the dichotomy is pedagogically 

unproductive. Drawing on interactionist research and sociocultural theory, it 

proposes a rebalanced model for the university classroom in which input, output, 

and negotiated interaction are sequenced rather than opposed. The article concludes 

with five practical principles for course design and a discussion of the unresolved 

empirical questions that should guide future research. 
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1. Introduction 

Ask a room of university language teachers what makes students fluent, and the 

room will divide. Some will insist that learners need massive exposure to 

meaningful messages; others will reply that exposure alone breeds passive 

recognition, not active command. The debate is older than most of the teachers in 

it. It began in earnest in the early 1980s, when Stephen Krashen proposed that 

acquisition happens when learners receive "comprehensible input" slightly beyond 
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their current level, famously summarized as i+1.1 On this view, speaking is a result 

of acquisition rather than its cause, and the classroom's main task is to supply rich, 

understandable input.2 

Krashen's model was elegant, and it changed teaching worldwide; it also drew 

immediate criticism. Merrill Swain, working with French immersion students in 

Canada, observed that learners who had received years of comprehensible input 

still produced grammatically weak speech. She concluded that input is necessary 

but not sufficient, and that learners must be "pushed" to produce output — to notice 

the gaps between what they want to say and what they can say.3 The input–output 

debate that followed has structured both research agendas and classroom practice 

ever since. 

This article revisits that debate from the perspective of the contemporary university 

classroom. Its central claim is modest: the dichotomy itself is the problem. Input-

oriented and output-oriented activities answer different questions in the acquisition 

process, and a well-designed course sequences them deliberately rather than 

choosing between them. 

 

2. What the Input Hypothesis Got Right 

Krashen's enduring contribution was to shift attention from the teacher's 

presentation to the learner's processing. Before the input hypothesis, much 

language teaching equated learning with the memorization of rules; Krashen forced 

the field to ask what learners actually do with the language they encounter. His 

distinction between subconscious "acquisition" and conscious "learning" remains 

 
1S. D. Krashen, Principles and Practice in Second Language Acquisition (Oxford: Pergamon Press, 1982). 
2S. Krashen, The Input Hypothesis: Issues and Implications (New York: Longman, 1985). 
3M. Swain, "Communicative competence: Some roles of comprehensible input and comprehensible output in its development," 

in Input in Second Language Acquisition, ed. S. Gass and C. Madden (Rowley, MA: Newbury House, 1985), 235–253. 
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contested, but his core insight — that meaning-bearing input is the raw material of 

language growth — is now close to a truism in applied linguistics. 

For the university context, the practical legacy is substantial. Extensive reading 

programs, graded readers, podcast-based listening, and content courses taught in 

the target language all derive from the input tradition. Empirical work summarized 

in introductory surveys of second language acquisition consistently finds that time-

on-task with meaningful input correlates strongly with vocabulary growth and 

reading fluency.4 Any rebalancing of the classroom must preserve these gains 

rather than discard them. 

 

3. The Output Hypothesis and the Limits of Passive Reception 

Swain's critique exposed a genuine weakness. Learners can process input fluently 

while remaining unable to marshal grammar under the pressure of production. 

Output, she argued, serves at least three functions: it forces syntactic rather than 

merely semantic processing; it tests hypotheses about the language; and it triggers 

reflection on form when the learner notices a mismatch between intention and 

expression. 

Subsequent research gave these claims a cognitive footing. When learners produce 

language, they must transform meaning into form, and that transformation reveals 

gaps that comprehension conceals. In one influential formulation, the cognitive 

processes generated by problematic output — searching for a form, comparing 

alternatives, reflecting on the result — are themselves learning events, not just 

performance errors.5 This reframes classroom silence: the student who never 

speaks is not simply "not yet ready"; the student is being deprived of the very 

conditions under which gaps become visible. 

 
4P. M. Lightbown and N. Spada, How Languages Are Learned, 4th ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013). 
5M. Swain and S. Lapkin, "Problems in output and the cognitive processes they generate: A step towards second language 

learning," Applied Linguistics 16, no. 3 (1995): 371–391. 
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4. Interaction: The Missing Middle Term 

Between input and output stands interaction. Long's interaction hypothesis holds 

that negotiation for meaning — clarification requests, comprehension checks, 

recasts — adjusts the input so that it becomes comprehensible, and simultaneously 

draws the learner's attention to problematic forms.6 In a conversation, input and 

output are not sequential stages but simultaneous, mutually adjusting processes: 

the listener's puzzled face modifies the speaker's next sentence. 

This middle term dissolves the classroom dichotomy in a principled way. Pair 

work, discussion circles, and information-gap tasks are valuable not because they 

maximize output quantity, but because they generate negotiation. Conversely, 

silent extensive reading remains valuable not despite the absence of production, 

but because it builds the representational base that makes negotiation possible. The 

question for course design is therefore not "input or output?" but "where in the 

sequence does each activity do the work that only it can do?" 

 

5. Attention, Noticing, and the Social Frame 

A further complication comes from consciousness. Schmidt's noticing hypothesis 

proposes that what is not noticed is not acquired: input must be attended to, at least 

minimally, for its formal features to register.7 This explains a familiar classroom 

paradox — students can complete a communicative task successfully while 

acquiring almost nothing from it, because meaning was negotiated without any 

attention to form. Production tasks work partly because they create conditions 

under which noticing becomes hard to avoid. 

The sociocultural tradition adds the social dimension. Vygotsky's zone of proximal 

development describes what a learner can do with assistance before being able to 

 
6M. H. Long, "The role of the linguistic environment in second language acquisition," in Handbook of Second Language 

Acquisition, ed. W. C. Ritchie and T. K. Bhatia (New York: Academic Press, 1996), 413–468. 
7R. W. Schmidt, "The role of consciousness in second language learning," Applied Linguistics 11, no. 2 (1990): 129–158. 
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do it alone, and his account of learning as socially mediated activity anticipates the 

modern emphasis on scaffolding.8 Read through this lens, the teacher's role in 

output activities is not to correct exhaustively but to calibrate support: enough help 

to keep production meaningful, little enough to keep the gap real. 

 

6. Five Principles for Rebalancing the University Classroom 

Synthesizing these traditions yields a set of design principles. First, protect silent 

input time: sustained reading and listening should be scheduled as seriously as 

discussion, not treated as homework filler. Second, engineer the gap: output tasks 

should be designed so that learners must say things they are not yet sure how to 

say, because the gap between intention and expression is where learning happens. 

Third, make negotiation unavoidable: choose task types — information gaps, 

jigsaw readings, debates with genuine stakes — that force meaning to be clarified 

and repaired. Fourth, teach noticing explicitly: brief post-task reflection on the 

forms that caused trouble converts a communicative event into a learning event. 

Fifth, calibrate feedback as scaffolding rather than evaluation: recasts and prompts 

given during interaction support development in ways that deferred error lists 

rarely do.9 

None of these principles privileges one hypothesis over another; each locates input, 

output, and interaction at a specific point in a cycle. A course that reads a novel, 

discusses it in negotiated pairs, and then reflects on the language that failed during 

discussion is not eclectic — it is sequential. 

 
8L. S. Vygotsky, Mind in Society: The Development of Higher Psychological Processes (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 

Press, 1978). 
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7. Conclusion 

The input–output debate taught the field two half-truths: that acquisition needs 

comprehensible input, and that development needs pushed output. The research 

accumulated since the 1980s suggests that both are correct and both are incomplete. 

What learners need is a structured alternation between reception, production, and 

negotiation, with attention to form woven through all three. For university teachers, 

the practical task is sequencing, not choosing. Several questions remain empirically 

open — among them how the optimal ratio of input to output varies by proficiency 

level, and how digital environments that blend reading, writing, and machine-

mediated feedback alter the classical cycle. These are questions the next generation 

of classroom research, ideally conducted in partnership with teachers, should take 

up. 
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